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empirical agenda, or else lose the heart of
our field to other disciplines.

NOTES

1. Here and throughout, detailed keys to the
literature are provided by Morris and Western
(1999). Other summaries of the literature include
Levy and Murnane (1992) and Danziger and
Gottschalk (1993; 1995). Comparative trends in
earnings inequality are described in OECD
(1996, ch. 6).

2. The precise figure depends on the measure
used to adjust for inflation, and this is a hotly
contested issue.

3. There aré at least four different measures of
economic well-being that can be examined here:
hourly wages, annual earnings, household total
earnings, and wealth. All show the same basic
pattern, with pronounced rises in inequality. We
show hourly wages here because they do not con-
found labor supply components, such as hours
worked and income pooling, with labor pricing.
Wages thus better represent the job structure.

4, Inequality does appear to be on the rise in
post-socialist economies, although the quantitative
evidence here s less reliable. The forces making for
such change are, at least on the surface, very differ-
ent than those at work in the United States, except
insofar as one understands them as proceeding
from “marketization” in its various forms (e.g., de-
unionization, deregulation of wages).

5. About 25 percent of the 25-34-year-old
population had a four-year college degree in

1995.
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The Power Elite

C. WRIGHT MILLS

The powers of ordinary men are circum-
scribed by the everyday worlds in which
they live, yet even in these rounds of job,
family, and neighborhood they often seem
driven by forces they can neither under-
stand nor govern. ‘Great changes’ are be-
yond their control, but affect their conduct
and outlook none the less. The very frame-
work of modern society confines them to
projects not their own, but from every side,
such changes now press upon the men and
women of the mass society, who accord-
ingly feel that they are without purpose in
an epoch in which they are without power.

But not all men are in this sense ordi-
nary. As the means of information and of
power are centralized, some men come to
occupy positions in American society from
which they can look down upon, so to
speak, and by their decisions mightily af-
fect, the everyday worlds of ordinary men
and women. They are not made by their
jobs; they set up and break down jobs for
thousands of others; they are not confined
by simple family responsibilities; they can
escape. They may live in many hotels and
houses, but they are bound by no one com-

munity. They need not merely ‘meet the de-
mands of the day and hour’; in some part,
they create these demands, and cause others
to meet them. Whether or not they profess
their power, their technical and political ex-
perience of it far transcends that of the un-
derlying population. What Jacob Burckhardt
said of ‘great men,” most Americans might
well say of their elite: “They are all that we
are not.’!

The power elite is composed of men
whose positions enable them to transcend
the ordinary environments of ordinary men
and women; they are in positions to make
decisions having major consequences.
Whether they do or do not make such de-
cisions is less important than the fact that
they do occupy such pivotal positions: their
failure to act, their failure to make deci-
sions, is itself an act that is often of greater
consequence than the decisions they do
make. For they are in command of the
major hierarchies and organizations of
modern society. They rule the big corpora-
tions. They run the machinery of the state
and claim its prerogatives. They direct the
military establishment. They occupy the
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strategic command posts of the social struc-
ture, in which are now centered the effec-
tive means of the power and the wealth and
the celebrity which they enjoy.
The power elite are not solitary rulers.
Advisers and consultants, spokesmen and
opinion-makers are often the captains of
their higher thought and decision. Immedi-
ately below the elite are the professional
politicians of the middle levels of power, in
the Congress and in the pressure groups, as
well as among the new and old upper
classes of town and city and region. Min-
gling with them in curious ways are those
professional celebrities who live by being
continually displayed but are never, so long
as they remain celebrities, displayed
enough. If such celebrities are not at the
head of any dominating hierarchy, they do
often have the power to distract the atten-
tion of the public or afford sensations to
the masses, or, more directly, to gain the ear
of those who do occupy positions of direct
power. More or less unattached, as critics of
morality and technicians of power, as
spokesmen of God and creators of mass
sensibility, such celebrities and consultants
are part of the immediate scene in which
the drama of the elite is enacted. But that
drama itself is centered in the command
posts of the major institutional hierarchies.

1

The truth about the nature and the power
of the elite is not some secret which men of
affairs know but will not tell. Such men
hold quite various theories about their own
roles in the sequence of event and decision.
Often they are uncertain about their roles,
and even more often they allow their fears
and their hopes to affect their assessment of
their own power. No matter how great their

actual power, they tend to be less acutely
aware of it than of the resistances of others
to its use. Moreover, most American men of
affairs have learned well the rhetoric of pub-
lic relations, in some cases even to the point
of using it when they are alone, and thus
coming to believe it. The personal awareness
of the actors is only one of the several
sources one must examine in order to un-
derstand the higher circles. Yet many who
believe that there is no elite, or at any rate
none of any consequence, rest their argu-
ment upon what men of affairs believe
about themselves, or at least assert in public.
There is, however, another view: those
who feel, even if vaguely, that a compact
and powerful elite of great importance does
now prevail in America often base that feel-
ing upon the historical trend of our time.
They have felt, for example, the domina-
tion of the military event, and from this
they infer that generals and admirals, as
well as other men of decision influenced by
them, must be enormously powerful. They
hear that the Congress has again abdicated
to a handful of men decisions clearly re-
lated to the issue of war or peace. They
know that the bomb was dropped over
Japan in the name of the United States of
America, although they were at no time
consulted about the matter. They feel that
they live in a time of big decisions; they
know that they are not making any. Ac-
cordingly, as they consider the present as
history, they infer that at its center, making
decisions or failing to make them, there
must be an elite of power.

On the one hand, those who share this
feeling about big historical events assume
that there is an elite and that its power is
great. On the other hand, those who listen
carefully to the reports of men apparently
involved in the great decisions often do not
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believe that there is an elite whose powers
are of decisive consequence.

Both views must be taken into account,
but neither is adequate. The way to under-
stand the power of the American elite lies
neither solely in recognizing the historic
scale of events nor in accepting the personal
awareness reported by men of apparent de-
cision. Behind such men and behind the
events of history, linking the two, are the
major institutions of modern society. These
hierarchies of state and corporation and
army constitute the means of power; as
such they are now of a consequence not be-
fore equaled in human history—and at
their summits, there are now those com-
mand posts of modern society which offer
us the sociological key to an understanding
of the role of the higher circles in America.

Within American society, major national
power now resides in the economic, the po-
litical, and the military domains. Other in-
stitutions seem off to the side of modern
history, and, on occasion, duly subordi-
nated to these. No family is as directly pow-
erful in national affairs as any major
corporation; no church is as directly power-
ful in the external biographies of young
men in America today as the military estab-
lishment; no college is as powerful in the
shaping of momentous events as the Na-
tional Security Council. Religious, educa-
tional, and family institutions are not
autonomous centers of national power; on
the contrary, these decentralized areas are

increasingly shaped by the big three, in
which developments of decisive and imme-
diate consequence now occur. . . .

Within each of the big three, the typical
institutional unit has become enlarged, has
become administrative, and, in the power of
its decisions, has become centralized. Behind
these developments there is a fabulous tech-

nology, for as institutions, they have incor-
porated this technology and guide it, even as
it shapes and paces their developments.

The economy—once a great scatter of
small productive units in autonomous bal-
ance—has become dominated by two or
three hundred giant corporations, admin-
istratively and politically interrelated,
which together hold the keys to economic
decisions.

The political order, once a decentralized
set of several dozen states with a weak
spinal cord, has become a centralized, exec-
utive establishment which has taken up
into itself many powers previously scat-
tered, and now enters into each and every
cranny of the social structure.

The military order, once a slim estab-
lishment in a context of distrust fed by
state militia, has become the largest and
most expensive feature of government,
and, although well versed in smiling pub-
lic relations, now has all the grim and
clumsy efficiency of a sprawling bureau-
cratic domain.

In each of these institutional areas, the
means of power at the disposal of decision-
makers have increased enormously; their
central executive powers have been en-
hanced; within each of them modern ad-
ministrative routines have been elaborated
and tightened up.

As each of these domains becomes en-
larged and centralized, the consequences of
its activities become greater, and its traffic
with the others increases. The decisions of a
handful of corporations bear upon military
and political as well as upon economic de-
velopments around the world. The deci-
sions of the military establishment rest
upon and grievously affect political life as
well as the very level of economic activity.
The decisions made within the political
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domain determine economic activities and
military programs. There is no longer, on
the one hand, an economy, and, on the
other hand, a political order containing a
military establishment unimportant to pol-
itics and to money-making. There is a po-
litical economy linked, in a thousand ways,
with military institutions and decisions.
On each side of the world-split running
through central Europe and around the
Asiatic rimlands, there is an ever-increasing
interlocking of economic, military, and po-
litical structures.2 If there is government in-
tervention in the corporate economy, so is
there corporate intervention in the govern-
mental process. In the structural sense, this
triangle of power is the source of the inter-
locking directorate that is most important
for the historical structure of the present.
The fact of the interlocking is clearly re-
vealed at each of the points of crisis of
modern capitalist society—slump, war, and
boom. In each, men of decision are led to
an awareness of the interdependence of the
major institutional orders. In the nine-
teenth century, when the scale of all institu-
tions was smaller, their liberal integration
was achieved in the automatic economy, by
an autonomous play of market forces, and
in the automatic political domain, by the
bargain and the vote. It was then assumed
that out of the imbalance and friction that
followed the limited decisions then possible
a new equilibrium would in due course
emerge. That can no longer be assumed,
and it is not assumed by the men at the top
of each of the three dominant hierarchies.
For given the scope of their conse-
quences, decisions—and indecisions—in
any one of these ramify into the others, and
hence top decisions tend either to become
co-ordinated or to lead to a commanding
indecision. It has not always been like this.

When numerous small entrepreneurs made
up the economy, for example, many of them
could fail and the consequences still remain
local; political and military authorities did
not intervene. But now, given political ex-
pectations and military commitments, can
they afford to allow key units of the private
corporate economy to break down in
slump? Increasingly, they do intervene in
economic affairs, and as they do so, the
controlling decisions in each order are in-
spected by agents of the other two, and eco-
nomic, military, and political structures are
interlocked.

At the pinnacle of each of the three en-
larged and centralized domains, there have
arisen those higher circles which make up
the economic, the political, and the mili-
tary elites. At the top of the economy, among
the corporate rich, there are the chief exec-
utives; at the top of the political order, the
members of the political directorate; at the
top of the military establishment, the elite
of soldier-statesmen clustered in and
around the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the
upper echelon. As each of these domains
has coincided with the others, as decisions
tend to become total in their conse-
quence, the leading men in each of the
three domains of power—the watlords, the
corporation chieftains, the political direc-
torate—tend to come together, to form the
power elite of America.

2

The higher circles in and around these
command posts are often thought of in
terms of what their members possess: they
have a greater share than other people of
the things and experiences that are most
highly valued. From this point of view, the

elite are simply those who have the most of
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what there is to have, which is generally
held to include money, power, and pres-
tige—as well as all the ways of life to which
these lead.? But the elite are not simply
those who have the most, for they could
not ‘have the most’ were it not for their po-
sitions in the great institutions. For such in-
stitutions are the necessary bases of power,
of wealth, and of prestige, and at the same
time, the chief means of exercising power,
of acquiring and retaining wealth, and of
cashing in the higher claims for prestige.

By the powerful we mean, of course,
those who are able to realize their will, even
if others resist it. No one, accordingly, can
be truly powerful unless he has access to the
command of major institutions, for it is
over these institutional means of power that
the truly powerful are, in the first instance,
powerful. Higher politicians and key offi-
cials of government command such institu-
tional power; so do admirals and generals,
and so do the major owners and executives
of the larger corporations. Not all power, it
is true, is anchored in and exercised by
means of such institutions, but only within
and through them can power be more or
less continuous and important. . . .

If we took the one hundred most power-
ful men in America, the one hundred
wealthiest, and the one hundred most cele-
brated away from the institutional posi-
tions they now occupy, away from their
resources of men and women and money,
away from the media of mass communica-
tion that are now focused upon them—
then they would be powerless and poor and
uncelebrated. For power is not of a man.
Wealth does not center in the person of the
wealthy. Celebrity is not inherent in any
personality. To be celebrated, to be wealthy,
to have power requires access to major in-
stitutions, for the institutional positions

men occupy determine in large part their
chances to have and to hold these valued
experiences.

3

The people of the higher circles may also
be conceived as members of a top social
stratum, as a set of groups whose members
know one another, see one another socially
and at business, and so, in making deci-
sions, take one another into account. The
elite, according to this conception, feel
themselves to be, and are felt by others to
be, the inner circle of ‘the upper social
classes.” They form a more or less compact
social and psychological entity; they have
become self-conscious members of a social
class. People are either accepted into this
class or they are not, and there is a qualita-
tive split, rather than merely a numerical
scale, separating them from those who are
not elite. They are more or less aware of
themselves as a social class and they behave
toward one another differently from the
way they do toward members of other
classes. They accept one another, under-
stand one another, marry one another,
tend to work and to think if not together
at least alike.

Now, we do not want by our definition
to prejudge whether the elite of the com-
mand posts are conscious members of such
a socially recognized class, or whether con-
siderable proportions of the elite derive
from such a clear and distinct class. These
are matters to be investigated. Yet in order
to be able to recognize what we intend to
investigate, we must note something that
all biographies and memoirs of the wealthy
and the powerful and the eminent make
clear: no matter what else they may be, the
people of these higher circles are involved
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in a set of overlapping ‘crowds’ and intri-
cately connected ‘cliques.” There is a kind
of mutual attraction among those who ‘sit
on the same terrace—although this often
becomes clear to them, as well as to others,
only at the point at which they feel the
need to draw the line; only when, in their
common defense, they come to understand
what they have in common, and so close
their ranks against outsiders.

The idea of such ruling stratum implies
that most of its members have similar social
origins, that throughout their lives they
maintain a network of informal connec-
tions, and that to some degree there is an
interchangeability of position between the
various hierarchies of money and power
and celebrity. We must, of course, note at
once that if such an elite stratum does exist,
its social visibility and its form, for very
solid historical reasons, are quite different
from those of the noble cousinhoods that
once ruled various European nations.

That American society has never passed
through a feudal epoch is of decisive im-
portance to the nature of the American
elite, as well as to American society as a his-
toric whole. For it means that no nobility
or aristocracy, established before the capi-
talist era, has stood in tense opposition to
the higher bourgeoisie. It means that this
bourgeoisie has monopolized not only
wealth but prestige and power as well. It
means that no set of noble families has
commanded the top positions and monop-
olized the values that are generally held in
high esteem; and certainly that no set has
done so explicitly by inherited right. It

means that no high church dignitaries or
court nobilities, no entrenched landlords
with honorific accouterments, no monopo-
lists of high army posts have opposed the
enriched bourgeoisie and in the name of

birth and prerogative successfully resisted
its self-making.

But this does 7ot mean that there are no
upper strata in the United States. That they
emerged from a ‘middle class’ that had no
recognized aristocratic superiors does not
mean they remained middle class when
enormous increases in wealth made their
own superiority possible. Their origins and
their newness may have made the upper
strata less visible in America than else-
where. But in America today there are in
fact tiers and ranges of wealth and power of
which people in the middle and lower
ranks know very little and may not even
dream. There are families who, in their
well-being, are quite insulated from the
economic jolts and lurches felt by the
merely prosperous and those farther down
the scale. There are also men of power who
in quite small groups make decisions of
enormous consequence for the underlying
population.

The American elite entered modern his-
tory as a virtually unopposed bourgeoisie.
No national bourgeoisie, before or since,
has had such opportunities and advantages.
Having no military neighbors, they easily
occupied an isolated continent stocked
with natural resources and immensely

inviting to a willing labor force. A frame-
work of power and an ideology for its justi-
fication were already at hand. Against
mercantilist restriction, they inherited the
principle of laissez-faire; against Southern
planters, they imposed the principle of in-
dustrialism. The Revolutionary War put an
end to colonial pretensions to nobility, as
loyalists fled the country and many estates
were broken up. The Jacksonian upheaval
with its status revolution put an end to pre-
tensions to monopoly of descent by the old

New England families. The Civil War
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broke the power, and so in due course the
prestige, of the antebellum South’s claimants
for the higher esteem. The tempo of the
whole capitalist development made it im-
possible for an inherited nobility to develop
and endure in America.

No fixed ruling class, anchored in agrar-
ian life and coming to flower in military
glory, could contain in America the historic
thrust of commerce and industry, or subor-
dinate to itself the capitalist elite—as capi-
talists were subordinated, for example, in
Germany and Japan. Nor could such a rul-
ing class anywhere in the world contain
that of the United States when industrial-
ized violence came to decide history. Wit-
ness the fate of Germany and Japan in the
two world wars of the twentieth century;
and indeed the fate of Britain herself and
her model ruling class, as New York became
the inevitable economic, and Washington
the inevitable political capital of the west-
ern capitalist world.

4

The elite who occupy the command posts
may be seen as the possessors of power and
wealth and celebrity; they may be seen as
members of the upper stratum of a capital-
istic society. They may also be defined in
terms of psychological and moral criteria,
as certain kinds of selected individuals. So
defined, the elite, quite simply, are people
of superior character and energy.

The humanist, for example, may con-
ceive of the ‘elite’ not as a social level or cat-
egory, but as a scatter of those individuals
who attempt to transcend themselves, and
accordingly, are more noble, more efficient, |
made out of better stuff. It does not matter
whether they are poor or rich, whether they
hold high position or low, whether they are

acclaimed or despised; they are elite because
of the kind of individuals they are. The rest
of the population is mass, which, according
to this conception, sluggishly relaxes into
uncomfortable mediocrity.>

This is the sort of socially unlocated

conception which some American writers
with conservative yearnings have recently
sought to develop. But most moral and
psychological conceptions of the elite are
much less sophisticated, concerning them-
selves not with individuals but with the
stratum as a whole. Such ideas, in fact, al-
ways arise in a society in which some peo-
ple possess more than do others of what
there is to possess. People with advantages
are loath to believe that they just happen to
be people with advantages.

They come readily to define themselves
as inherently worthy of what they possess;
they come to believe themselves ‘naturally’
elite; and, in fact, to imagine their posses-
sions and their privileges as natural exten-
sions of their own elite selves. In this sense,
the idea of the elite as composed of men
and women having a finer moral character
is an ideology of the elite as a privileged rul-
ing stratum, and this is true whether the
ideology is elite-made or made up for it by
others.

In eras of equalitarian rhetoric, the more
intelligent or the more articulate among the
lower and middle classes, as well as guilty
members of the upper, may come to enter-
tain ideas of a counter-elite. In western so-
ciety, as a matter of fact, there is a long
tradition and varied images of the poor, the
exploited, and the oppressed as the truly
virtuous, the wise, and the blessed. Stem-
ming from Christian tradition, this moral
idea of a counter-elite composed of essen-
tially higher types condemned to a lowly
station, may be and has been used by the
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underlying population to justify harsh crit- Communist spies. According to such no-
icism of ruling elites and to celebrate  tions of the omnipotent elite as historical
utopian images of a new elite to come. cause, the elite is never an entirely visible
The moral conception of the elite, how- agency. It is, in fact, a secular substitute for
ever, is not always merely an ideology ofthe the will of God, being realized in a sort of
overprivileged or a counter-ideology of the providential design, except that usually
underprivileged. It is often a fact: having non-elite men are thought capable of op-
controlled experiences and select privileges, ~posing it and eventually overcoming it.
many individuals of the upper stratum do The opposite view—of the elite as impo-
come in due course to approximate the tent—is now quite popular among liberal-
types of character they claim to embody. minded observers. Far from being
Even when we give up—as we must—the omnipotent, the elites are thought to be so
idea that the elite man or woman is born  scattered as to lack any coherence as a his-
with an elite character, we need not dismiss  torical force. Their invisibility is not the in-
the idea that their experiences and trainings visibility of secrecy but the invisibility of

develop in them characters of a specific the multitude. Those who occupy the for-
mal places of authority are s0 check-

type. - - -
mated—by other elites exerting pressure, o
by the public as an electorate, or by consti-
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nipotent. But
po["N g their’ when th’ey speak of the none the less useful: it makes us realize
o .
AR [;EOnent APty circle, more clearly the question of the structure of
em omnipotence; ‘the i i
. H power in the United States it
. an
pe;i)le are now powerlessly taken in. of the power elite within it T
ore generally, Ameri f -
o bygc onvem};'i,on en(cian men of power Within each of the most powerful insti
] 1 g
S RGE > to deny that they are  tutional orders of modern society there is a
R -mle 0Amr rican runs for office in  gradation of power. The owner of a road
TRl evl:n govern, but only to side fruit stand does not have as much
S0 ,an il obt ecome a bureaucrat or power in any area of social or economic
il ‘ - or
iyl I’hav:; a lpub(liic serva.n:i And political decision as the head of a2 multi
s already pointed out, milli i )
ion-dollar frui i i
R > uit corporation; no lieu-
g ([:f o €s li:.we ll)eeome standard fea- tenant on the line is as powerf"ul as tili
ublic- : 5
o owp Slcﬁre ations programs of all ~ Chief of Staff in the Pentagon; no depu
er. :
power_vfieldin lc: rrilh a pz.rt of the style of  sheriff carries as much authority, as the I[’)ret;y
it writeg aved'l €y become that con-  ident of the United States. Accordingly, the
R rs re;ai ily misinterpret them  problem of defining the power eiiteyc’:o
< n-
iy Situai;i : lrltr’en toward an ‘amorphous  cerns the level at which we wish to draw the
. line. By 1 i i
Butath el vow . A . By lowering the line, we could defi
e . = 3 cnne
power situation’ of America the elite out of existence; by raising it, we
2

2 tutional codes—that, although there may

These several notions of the elite, when ap-

be upper classes, there is no ruling class; al-
though there may be men of power, there is

today is less amorphous than is the perspec-
tive of those who see it as a romantic confu-
sion. It is less a flat, momentary ‘situation’

could make the elite a very small circle in-
deed. In a preliminary and minimum way,
we draw the line crudely, in charcoal as it

propriately understood, are intricately
bound up with one another, and we shall
use them all in this examination of Ameri-
can success. We shall study each of several
higher circles as offering candidates for the

elite, and we shall do so in terms of the
major institutions making up the total soci- personal collective fate; for, in this view, the

ety of America; within and between each of  decisions of the visible men of the higher
these institutions, we shall trace the interre- circles do not count in history.
lations of wealth and power and prestige- Internationally, the image of the om-
But our main concern is with the power of nipotent elite tends to prevail. All good
those who now occupy the command posts, events and pleasing happenings are quickly
and with the role which they are enacting  imputed by the opinion-makers to the lead-
in the history of our epoch. ers of their own nation; all bad events and
Such an elite may be conceived as om- unpleasant experiences are imputed to the
nipotent, and its powers thought of as a enemy abroad. In both cases, the omnipo-
great hidden design. Thus, in vulgar Marx-  tence of evil rulers or of virtuous leaders is
{sm, events and trends are explained by ref- assumed. Within the nation, the use of
erence to ‘the will of the bourgeoisie’; in such rhetoric is rather more complicated:
Nazism, by reference to ‘the conspiracy of ~when men speak of the power of their own
the Jews’; by the petty right in America  party of circle, they and their leaders are, of
today, by reference to ‘the hidden force’ of course, impotent; only ‘the people’ are om-

no power elite; although there may be a sys-
tem of stratification, it has no effective top.
In the extreme, this view of the elite, as
weakened by compromise and disunited to
the point of nullity, is a substitute for im-

than a graded i
R };l;o ocw,p;ilii;atl:)le stchture. And if were: By the power elite, we refer to those
op grades are not om-  politi i
: : cal, economic, and mili i
i : : itical, » and military circles
fofm an,d wh l':a.reh thc;; impotent. Itis the which as an intricate set of oleap in
i eight o tiie gradatlon of cliques share decisions having at leastp nag
L then;l;;t exaxfr_ime if “: I‘ZOUId tional consequences. In so far as national
ree of power held and ew i
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major consequence, does not imply that the
members of this elite are always and neces-
sarily the history-makers; neither does it
imply that they never are. We must not
confuse the conception of the elite, which
we wish to define, with one theory about
their role: that they are the history-makers
of our time. To define the elite, for exam-
ple, as ‘those who rule America’ s less to de-
fine a conception than to state one
hypothesis about the role and power of that
elite. No matter how we might define the
elite, the extent of its members’ power is
subject to historical variation. If, in a dog-
matic way, we try to include that variation
in our generic definition, we foolishly limit
the use of a needed conception. If we insist
that the elite be defined as a strictly coordi-
nated class that continually and absolutely
rules, we are closing off from our view
much to which the term more modestly de-
fined might open to our observation. In
short, our definition of the power elite can-
not properly contain dogma concerning the
degrec and kind of power that ruling
groups everywhere have. Much less should
it permit us to smuggle into our discussion
a theory of history.

During most of human history, historical
change has not been visible to the people
who were involved in it, or even to those en-
acting it. Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia,
for example, endured for some four hun-
dred generations with but slight changes in
their basic structure. That is six and a half
times as long as the entire Christian era,
which has only prevailed some sixty genera-
tions; it is about eighty times as long as the
five generations of the United States’ exis-
tence. But now the tempo of change is so
rapid, and the means of observation so ac-
cessible, that the interplay of event and de-
cision seems often to be quite historically

visible, if we will only look carefully and
from an adequate vantage point.

When knowledgeable journalists tell us
that ‘events, not men, shape the big deci-
sions,” they are echoing the theory of his-
tory as Fortune, Chance, Fate, or the work
of The Unseen Hand. For ‘events’ is merely
a modern word for these older ideas, all of
which separate men from history-making,
because all of them lead us to believe that
history goes on behind men’s backs. His-
tory is drift with no mastery; within it there
is action but no deed; history is mere hap-
pening and the event intended by no one.”

The course of events in our time depends
more on a series of human decisions than on
any inevitable fate. The sociological meaning
of ‘fate’ is simply this: that, when the deci-
sions are innumerable and each one is of
small consequence, all of them add up in a
way no man intended—to history as fate.
But not all epochs are equally fateful. As the
circle of those who decide is narrowed, as the
means of decision are centralized and the
consequences of decisions become enor-
mous, then the course of great events often
rests upon the decisions of determinable cir-
cles. This does not necessarily mean that the
same circle of men follow through from one
event to another in such a way that all of his-
tory is merely their plot. The power of the
elite does not necessarily mean that history is
not also shaped by a series of small decisions,
none of which are thought out. It does not
mean that a hundred small arrangements
and compromises and adaptations may not
be built into the going policy and the living
event. The idea of the power elite implies
nothing about the process of decision-
making as such: it is an attempt to delimit

the social areas within which that process,
whatever its character, goes on. It is a con-
ception of who is involved in the process.
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The degree of foresight and control of
those who are involved in decisions that
count may also vary. The idea of the power
elite does not mean that the estimations
and calculated risks upon which decisions
are made are not often wrong and that the
consequences are sometimes, indeed often,
not those intended. Often those who make
decisions are trapped by their own inade-
quacies and blinded by their own errors.

Yet in our time the pivotal moment does
arise, and at that moment, small circles do
decide or fail to decide. In either case, they
are an elite of power. The dropping of the
A-bombs over Japan was such a moment;
the decision on Korea was such a moment;
the confusion about Quemoy and Matsu,
as well as before Dienbienphu were such
moments; the sequence of maneuvers
which involved the United States in World
War II was such a ‘moment.’” Is it not true
that much of the history of our times is
composed of such moments? And is not
that what is meant when it is said that we
live in a time of big decisions, of decisively
centralized power?

Most of us do not try to make sense of
our age by believing in a Greek-like, eternal
recurrence, nor by a Christian belief in a
salvation to come, nor by any steady march
of human progress. Even though we do not
reflect upon such matters, the chances are
we believe with Burckhardt that we live in a
mere succession of events; that sheer conti-
nuity is the only principle of history. His-
tory is merely one thing after another;
history is meaningless in that it is not the
realization of any determinate plot. It is
true, of course, that our sense of continuity,
our feeling for the history of our time, is af-
fected by crisis. But we seldom look beyond
the immediate crisis or the crisis felt to be
just ahead. We believe neither in fate nor

providence; and we assume, without talk-
ing about it, that ‘we’—as a nation—can
decisively shape the future but that ‘we’ as
individuals somehow cannot do so.

Any meaning history has, ‘we’ shall have
to give to it by our actions. Yet the fact is
that although we are all of us within history
we do not all possess equal powers to make
history. To pretend that we do is sociologi-
cal nonsense and political irresponsibility. It
is nonsense because any group or any indi-
vidual is limited, first of all, by the techni-
cal and institutional means of power at its
command; we do not all have equal access
to the means of power that now exist, nor
equal influence over their use. To pretend
that ‘we’ are all history-makers is politically
irresponsible because it obfuscates any at-
tempt to locate responsibility for the conse-
quential decisions of men who do have
access to the means of power.

From even the most superficial examina-
tion of the history of the western society we
learn that the power of decision-makers is
first of all limited by the level of technique,
by the means of power and violence and or-
ganization that prevail in a given society. In
this connection we also learn that there is a
fairly straight line running upward through
the history of the West; that the means of
oppression and exploitation, of violence and
destruction, as well as the means of produc-
tion and reconstruction, have been progres-
sively enlarged and increasingly centralized.

As the institutional means of power and
the means of communications that tie them
together have become steadily more effi-
cient, those now in command of them
have come into command of instruments
of rule quite unsurpassed in the history of
mankind. And we are not yet at the climax
of their development. We can no longer
lean upon or take soft comfort from the
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historical ups and downs of ruling groups
of previous epochs. In that sense, Hegel is
correct: we learn from history that we can-
not learn from it.

NOTES

1. Jacob Burckhardt, Force and Freedom (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1943), pp. 303 ff.

2. Cf. Hans Gerth and C. Wright Mills, Char-
acter and Social Structure (New York: Harcourt,
Brace, 1953), pp. 457 ff.

3. The statistical idea of choosing some value
and calling those who have the most of it an elite
derives, in modern times, from the Italian econo-
mist, Pareto, who puts the central point in this
way: ‘Let us assume that in every branch of
human activity each individual is given an index
which stands as a sign of his capacity, very much
the way grades are given in the various subjects in
examinations in school. The highest type of
lawyer, for instance, will be given 10. The man
who does not get a client will be given 1—reserv-
ing zero for the man who is an out-and-out idiot.
To the man who has made his millions—honestly
or dishonestly as the case may be—we will give
10. To the man who has earned his thousands we
will give 6; to such as just manage to keep out of
the poor-house, 1, keeping zero for those who get
in.... So let us make a class of people who have
the highest indices in their branch of activity, and
to that class give the name of elite. Vilfredo
Pareto, The Mind and Society (New York: Har-
court, Brace, 1935), par. 2027 and 2031. Those
who follow this approach end up not with one
elite, but with a number corresponding to the
number of values they select. Like many rather
abstract ways of reasoning, this one is useful be-
cause it forces us to think in a clear-cut way. For
a skillful use of this approach, see the work of
Harold D. Lasswell, in particular, Politics: Who

Gets What, When, How (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1936); and for a more systematic use, H. D.
Lasswell and Abraham Kaplan, Power and Society
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950).

4. The conception of the elite as members ofa
top social stratum, is, of course, in line with the
prevailing common-sense view of stratification.
Technically, it is closer to ‘status group’ than to
‘class,” and has been very well stated by Joseph A.
Schumpeter, ‘Social Classes in an Ethically Ho-
mogeneous Environment,’ Imperialism and So-
cial Classes (New York: Augustus M. Kelley, Inc.,
1951), pp. 133 ff,, especially pp. 137-47. Cf. also
his Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, 31d ed.
(New York: Harper, 1950), Part I1. For the dis-
tinction berween class and status groups, see
From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (trans. and
ed. by Gerth and Mills (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1946). For an analysis of Pareto’s
conception of the elite compared with Marx’s
conception of classes, as well as data on France,
see Raymond Aron, ‘Social Structure and Ruling
Class,’ British Journal of Sociology, vol. I, nos. 1
and 2 (1950).

5. The most popular essay in recent years
which defines the elite and the mass in terms of 2
morally evaluated character-type is probably José
Ortega y Gasset’s, The Revolt of the Masses, 1932
{(New York: New American Library, Mentor Edi-
tion, 1950), esp. pp. 91 fE.

6. As in the case, quite notably, of Gaetano
Mosca, The Ruling Class (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1939). For a sharp analysis of Mosca, see
Fritz Morstein Marx, “The Bureaucratic State,’
Review of Politics, vol. 1, 1939, pp. 457 ff. Cf. also
Mills, ‘On Intellectual Craftsmanship,’ April
1952, mimeographed, Columbia College, Febru-
ary 1955.

7. Cf. Karl Lowith, Meaning in History
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949), pp.
125 £, for concise and penetrating statements of
several leading philosophies of history.
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Who Rules America?

Power and Politics

G. WILLIAM DOMHOFF

Do corporations have far too much power
in the United States? Does the federal gov-
ernment ignore the interests of everyday
people? The great majority of Americans—
70 to 75 percent in some surveys—answer
“yes” to both questions.! This chapter ex-
plains why their answers are accurate even
though there is freedom of speech, the
possibility of full political participation,
and increasing equality of opportunity due
to the civil rights and women’s move-
ments. In other words, it attempts to re-
solve a seeming paradox that has bedeviled
social scientists and political activists for a
long time: How is it possible to have such
extreme corporate domination in a demo-
cratic country?

This paradox is made all the more strik-
ing because corporations do not have as
much power in most other democratic
countries. The wealth and income differ-
ences between people at the top and the
bottom are not as great, and the safety net
for those who are poor, ill, or elderly is
stronger. Why does the richest nation in
the world also have the most poverty com-
pared to any other democratic country?

Using a wide range of systematic empiri-
cal findings, this chapter shows how the
owners and top-level managers in large
companies work together to maintain
themselves as the core of the dominant
power group. Their corporations, banks,
and agribusinesses form a corporate commu-
nity that shapes the federal government on
the policy issues of interest to it, issues that
have a major impact on the income, job
security, and well-being of most other
Americans. At the same time, there is com-
petition within the corporate community
for profit opportunities, which can lead to
highly visible policy conflicts among rival
corporate leaders that are sometimes fought
out in Congress. Yet the corporate com-
munity is cohesive on the policy issues
that affect its general welfare, which is
often at stake when political challenges are
made by organized workers, liberals, or
strong environmentalists. The chapter
therefore deals with another seeming para-
dox: How can a highly competitive group
of corporate leaders cooperate enough to
work their common will in the political
and policy arenas?. . .
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